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THE TEACHING OF MORALS IN GUATEMALA * 



ROY TEMPLE HOUSE 
Weatherford, Okla. 



At least one of the little Central American states is making 
an earnest and consistent effort to prove her title to serious con- 
sideration. The government of Guatemala is now sending her 
official publications to educational institutions in the United 
States. Guatemalan documents run somewhat to poetry and 
rhetoric, but statistics and real information are not lacking, and 
the series furnishes valuable data for a study of the ambitious 
little state which issues them. 

The treatise on morals to which the present article calls 
attention has been in print for ten years, but it was sent out 
as a government bulletin only a few weeks ago, and has proba- 
bly been hitherto quite unknown to American educators. The 
fashion is so nearly universal with us of tabooing formal instruc- 
tion in morals, that the title of the volume may discourage 
examination of it. But read the compiler's preface before pass- 
ing adverse judgment; and ponder especially that part of it 
which gives specific instructions for its use. You will meet a 
frank admission that a class in morals, devoting a definite period 
to the study of that excellent but somewhat dreary subject, 
would accomplish considerably less than nothing ; but it does not 
follow that a text like the one we have before us (says the esti- 
mable Latin educator) cannot be productive of untold good. Let 
every teacher in the school, no matter what his subject, master 
this volume's content and arrangement and lay it on his desk 
as a weapon to be used when occasion arises. 

Suppose now that while a mathematics class is in progress, 
the master, furtively watching the conduct of his audience while 
ostensibly intent on the current demonstration, should notice 

1 Rafael Spinola, Moral rasonada. Primer Curso. Guatemala, Tipografia 
Nacional, 1900. 
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that a certain hard-hearted youth. on the back seat is torturing 
a fly ; he must interrupt his demonstration and warn the children 
that cruelty to animals is a mistake and a sin; and to complete 
his lessons in morals, he should call the offender forward and 
force him to read aloud to the class the chapter which deals with 
our duties toward the other members of the animate world. Or 
again, suppose a child appears in the grammar class with soiled 
hands or clothing; it is advisable that the teacher suspend his 
discussion of the parts of speech till the offender has read to his 
fellow-grammarians a few paragraphs from that section of the 
ever- ready reference volume which deals with the care of the 
person and clothing. Latin grandiloquence is always somewhat 
amusing to an Anglo-Saxon; but the constant binding of general 
principles to individual cases of application is the only effective 
method of teaching morals, as it is the only effective method 
of teaching anything else. 

We are told that the volume before us is for the use of the 
primary schools only; that the same author has compiled a 
Tratado de Moral Filosofica y Pedagogica for study in the 
secondary schools for boys, and another for the schools for 
girls, in addition to a companion volume to the one we are now 
discussing, which is to be read by and to the smaller girls. For 
the audience to which our book is addressed a large part of it 
seems to handle questions in a manner that has a trifle too much 
of subtlety ; and such subjects as the moral basis of matrimony, 
for example, seem a little out of place in a book intended for 
the use of small boys; but the second criticism, at least, is met 
and faced by the author in his preface. It is unfortunately true, 
he reminds us, that the majority of boys never reach the advanced 
schools at all, hence it is necessary to give them at this time 
advice with regard to all the problems of later life, or they will 
never receive it at all. One might retort that several eminently 
useful branches of study which are reserved for the higher 
schools might on the same ground be given to small children ; 
but such a retort is scarcely an argument, and there is something 
to be said for Sefior Spinola's inclusion. 

The book is a large one. There are nearly six hundred 
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pages, of which perhaps one-fourth is the author's own discus- 
sion of manners and morals, and the remaining three- fourths a 
selection of appropriate reading material from classic sources. 
It flatters an Anglo-Saxon reader to find that the author who 
is perhaps most generally quoted is the English moralist Samuel 
Smiles. The selection is surprisingly varied, and on the whole 
is an extremely good one. There is no school reader published 
in the United States which draws its material from so wide 
a field. An English translation of the Moral Rasonada would 
furnish the child such a collection of classic discussion with 
an ethical bent as is scarcely accessible to him at present. 

A very practical section of the book is formed by thirty 
pages of social "don'ts," as to whose origin we are furnished 
the somewhat hazy information that "The author of this excel- 
lent Compendium of Urbanity is anonymous, and it is trans- 
lated into Spanish by the young Don Enrique Diaz Duran." 
One wonders a little concerning the practicability or advisa- 
bility of warning the ten-year-old boy who perhaps owns just 
one suit of clothes and one pair of trousers at a time, "Do 
not wear black clothing in the morning, or at least do not wear 
black trousers with an ordinary sack coat; wear them only in 
the evening;" and there is a charming naivete that an Anglo- 
Saxon can only admire but never emulate, in the injunction, 
"Do not whistle in the street, in a public vehicle, in church, at 
the theater, the circus or any public gathering, or in any place 
where whistling might annoy anyone. I might better say: Do 
not whistle anywhere." It is a little puzzling, again, to read 
on p. 115 a moving picture of the evils that inevitably follow 
the use of tobacco, and on pp. 370 and 379 a set of careful direc- 
tions to be observed by smokers. In general, the rules here 
given are the rules observed in polite society north of the Rio 
Grande, and it is probable that drilling them into the hard head 
of a ten-year-old youth will make him more of a gentleman, 
even if he does struggle a little at the time of injection. 

Though two of his most frequently cited authorities are 
Samuel Smiles and Benjamin Franklin, Senor Spinola is no 
utilitarian. Let us translate a part of one of his earlier para- 
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graphs, retaining the typography that gives the book one ele- 
ment of its quaint charm : 

A very essential quality of virtue. — In order that virtue be genuine 
and not a false virtue, it is necessary that he who practices it have not 
sordid self-interest in view, and that he do not practice it either from 
fear of punishment or hope of reward; such motives degrade the reason 
of a man, which is what constitutes his dignity and sovereignty. Virtue 
should be practiced for Virtue's sake only 

And may this earnest treatise inspire the young Guatemalans 
to a love of the right that will save their country from the errors 
that have retarded neighboring states ! 



